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Boston University's College of
Basic Studies:
A Non-Traditional Approach
Which Successfully Serves
Marginal Applicants
ByCHARLEsP. Focc, GENEM. SMITH
The authors are pleased to acknowledge the generous support of
the Esso Education Foundation and the George A. Ramlose
Foundation; as well as , the vital institutional support and encouragement of Judson Rea Butler, the founding dean of the
College , Horatio M. Lafauci , under whose leadership the College
flourished for 14 years , Brendan F . Gilbane the current dean and
Dean B. Doner the Academic Vice President of Boston University .
The College of Basic Studies (CBS) offers a successful , 2-year, postsecondary educational program designed specifically to serve low-achieving
students. It admits applicants who are denied admission into 4-year
programs at Boston University because of marginal pre-entrance
credentials ; then , through application of principles described in this report,
CBS provides new paths to career and professional training for those
students. Improved education and promotion of equal opportunity are the
objectives of the program . Admitting low-achieving students and providing
them a "second chance" is its mission. Innovation and reform in the
procedures of education have been the guiding principles of the program
since its inception .
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The success of the CBS plan is extraordinary as judged by each of five
criteria studied tu date. The purpose of this paper is to describe the features
of the CBS plan , present the assumptions on which it is based, document
the program's success , provide evidence concerning the reasons for that
succes.s , discus.s the efficiency of the plan , and indicate its potential for
solving problems facing institutions of higher learning and the students they
serve .

Features and A ssumptions of the CBS Plan
The CBS plan , which has been operating succes.sfully since 1952,
employs team teaching, a core curriculum , extensive guidance counseling,
and a highly student -centered orientation (see references l , 5, 12, 14 , 15, &
20). These four features combine to produce a unique administrative and
social structure designed to strengthen the motivation of teachers as well as
pupils and to increase the per-hour efficiency of teacher-pupil contact. In
certain respects the CBS plan is similar to more recent plans designated
variously as "cluster colleges," "living-learning" units , and "residence
college" programs ;2 5 but, as described below , the structure of the CBS plan,
and the proces.ses made pos.sible by that structure , have produced departures from traditional postsecondary methods and practices even more
definite and extensive than those resulting from the programs just mentioned. Moreover , the innovations in structure and process comprising the
CBS plan have produced dramatic evidence of improved educational
response and have done so with a cost -effective model which can be applied
broadly throughout the nation.
An entering class of approximately 550 freshmen is divided into 20
sections of 25-30 students each, four sections of which are assigned to a
team of five instructors who represent the five divisions which make up the
core curriculum of the College: Humanities, Science, Social Science,
Rhetoric (Communications), and Psychology and Guidance. The team,
which has full responsibility for the academic education of 100-120
students , meets regularly in formal and informal sessions, reviewing
common concerns and problems , teaching techniques, and, above all, their
knowledge of the students as.signed to them.
The team system attempts to involve a small group of faculty more
intimately in the education of their students than more traditional systems
permit. It is as though the College were divided into a number of small
colleges, each with a faculty of five . Except for the guidance member, who
is assigned an individual office to protect a formal counselor-counselee
relationship , the instructors forming a team share a common office suite.
The resulting high frequency of informal interaction among team members
is intended to promote interchange of ideas regarding methods of instruction, content and integration of curriculum, transdepartmental
projects , and the educational progress and problems of individual students.
The program is presently being conducted in a building designed to
enhance the effectiveness of the unique features of the CBS plan.15
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Development and implementation of the CBS plan was based on three
assumptions: (a) Many rejected applicants to 4 -year programs at Boston
University do have the potential to complete such programs , and this
potential can be realized if appropriate educational advantages are made
available. (b) Team teaching , a core curriculum , extensive guidance
counseling, and a highly student -centered orientation can provide such
"appropriate educational advantages. " (c) Student enthusiasm , interest ,
and motivation to learn arc stimulated by opportunity for active student
participation in group discussions and tutorial sessions, and by sincere
faculty interest in each student's individual needs. scholastic effort , and
academic achievement .

Efficiency of the CBS Pl.an
Because of the combined use of team teaching and a core curriculum,
most of a student 's contact with the CBS faculty is with his five instructors.
He may have only a nodding acquaintance with most other faculty
members, but he knows his five and they know him. It is this feature of the
program that provides the unusual combination of economy of teaching
and extensive individual student attention. Upon first learning of the CBS
plan, many educators mistakenly infer that this plan requires a large in vestment of faculty time per student taught. As just stated, this is not the
case. The student -faculty ratio at CBS is about 20 to l. This point is emphasized because its recognition is crucial for understanding the practical
value of the CBS plan. Indeed, as an educational model, perhaps the most
provocative aspect of the CBS plan is that it provides increased student faculty contact by modifying the use of currently available resources rather
than by allocating new resources. Thus, it generates increased educational
excellence without increasing the cost of education.
Implications for Education
The success of the CBS plan has implications for educational theory and
practice which go beyond the specific problem of providing compensatory
education for marginal high school seniors desiring a college education.
New educational models are needed to permit an expanded population of
college students to be served without sacrificing the benefits of frequent
face-to-face interaction between student and instructor. CBS offers such a
model.
During the past decade there has been a growing awareness that the
impersonal atmosphere of the large university, with its attendant "academic
anonymity," produces adverse effects on student morale and motivation.
(See references 8-11, 18,21, & 24.) As emphasized by Kerr, 11 we need " .. .
to make the university seem smaller, even as it grows larger." The advent of
"cluster college plans" and "living-learning" units seems directed at the
accomplishment of such a change .n 2 •
The CBS plan, like those just referred to, reduces "academic
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anonymity" by innovative changes in structure and process which increase
the intimacy of interactions between students and teachers and between
students and students. In addition , the CBS plan has developed an approach to learning which is oriented toward functional understanding of
broad unifying concepts rather than the acquisition of facts specific to
particular areas of subject matter. Focus on concepts, their interrelatedness, and their functional significance enhances the satisfaction of
learning and promotes recognition of its instrumental usefulness.

Evidence of Success of the CBS Program
Success of the CBS program is best judged by evaluating the success of
the students it serves; i e., marginal applicants who are not admissible into
4-year programs at Boston University as freshmen. Our success with these
low-achieving students has been measured by five criteria: (1) mean growth
on standardized achievement test scores, (2) percent of students successfully
transferring into 4-year programs at Boston University and elsewhere, (3)
upper division grade point average of CBS transferees within Boston
University, (4) percent of CBS students who receive baccalaureate degrees,
and (5) percent of CBS students who receive graduate degrees. After
reviewing the evidence generated by analyses performed on selected samples
of CBS students using each of the five criteria just mentioned, we shall
consider the evidence presently available concerning the reasons for that
success.
Criterion #1: Growth scores on standardized tests of achievement. For
one class of CBS students ( the class of 1962), success of the plan has been
evaluated in terms of scores on standardized tests of academic achievement.
The Graduate Record Examinations tests of Achievement (hereafter abbreviated GRE) in the areas of Social Science, Humanities, and Natural
Science were administered to students at CBS at the beginning of the freshman year and again at the end of the sophomore year. Parallel forms were
used. Each student's growth score on a particular test was obtained by
subtracting the prescore from the postscore.
As first semester freshmen, the CBS average was below the national
freshman average in all three areas of the GRE (mean percentiles were 37,
27, and 47 for Social Science, Humanities , and Natural Science, respectively), but as second-semester sophomores, the CBS average was above the
national sophomore average in all three areas (mean percentiles for those
areas were 65, 68, and 62, respectively). Additional analyses showed that
the change in status of the CBS students, relative to the national norms, was
not due to a difference between mean GRE scores of freshmen who subsequently "sun•ived" the 2-year program at CBS and mean scores of the
entire entering freshman class.
Still a different standard for evaluating the mean GRE growth scores of
the CBS sample was obtained by comparing them with mean growth scores
found in a sample of 996 college students studied by Lannholm and Pitcher.16 The CBS means were from 1.5 to 2.0 times as great as the means in
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the non-CBS sample, and the difference between the two samples was
statistically significant (p < .001) for each of the three areas tested with the
G RE. Conce rning their sample, Lannholm and Pitcher say:" . . . scholastic
abilit y of the combined groups from these three colleges was similar to that
of the typical four-year college in the 1952 norms for the American Council
on Education Psychological Examination. "
We considered the pos.sibility that the greater -than-average growth of
the CBS students might be due to the fact that their low pre-scores gave
them greate r-than-average " room to grow"; however , that interpretation
was rejected because the correlations between pre-scores and growth scores
were found to be very low for all three areas tested. The correlation coefficients were+ .12 , -. 04 , -. 09 .
Criterion #2 : Percent of CBS students successfully transferring into 4year prog rams. This index of succes.s has been studied in four CBS clas.ses
(' 64 , '65 , '66 , and '70). For a student to be counted as an "outside transfe ree ," we required institutional documentation that the student in
question had been accepted for admis.sion into a four -year program outside
of Boston University. For transferees within Boston University (inside
transferees), we required evidence not only of acceptance but also of
enrollment . Table 1 shows the results of these analyses. The 785 students
(35% ) for whom inside transferee or outside transferee status could not be
confidently as.signed were clas.sified as "unknown" and do not appear in
Table I .
TABLE 1: PERCENT OF CBS STUDENTS
TRANSFERRING INTO 4 -YEAR PROGRAMS

CBS CLASSES
N

1964

% N

1965

% N

1966

% N

1970

Total
('64, '56
'66 , '70)

% N

%

CBS Freshmen

577

566

513

590

Inside Tra nsferees

211

37 203

36 180

35 216

37

810

36

Outside Transferees

185

32 155

27 128

25 182

31

651

29

Total Transferees

396

69 358

63 308

60 398

67 1,461 65

2,246

To pla ce the results of table 1 in perspective , it is important to note that
the 65% continuation rate for the four classes of CBS students is nearly
twice the 33% continuation rate reported by Medsker (17 , 23) in a study of
17 , 627 students enrolled in two-year collegiate programs and more than
twice the rate of 20 to 25 percent reported by Newman et. al.' 9 in a large
89

scale national study. Newman et. al. also report that of the more than one
million students entering all types of colleges each year, fewer than half
complete two years of study .

Crit erion #3: upper division grade point average of CBS transferees
within Boston University. It is reasonable to ask whether the high transfer
rate of CBS students just cited (65%) might be only an illusion of success.
How well do CBS transferees perform after leaving CBS? Does the CBS
program actually enhance the academi c potential of its students (enabling
them thereafter to compete successfully in traditional 4-year programs) or
does the protective and supportive CBS environment serve merely to hide ,
temporarily , an academic marginality which reappears after transfer?
Criteria #3 , #4, and #5 address this question.
Criterion #3 does so by comparing the upper division grade point
averages of CBS transferees to 4-year Boston University programs with the
upper division grade point averages of students originally admitted into
those 4-year programs as freshmen. Figure l shows such comparisons for
eleven consecutive CBS classes in each of the three 4-year colleges in Boston
University to which we transfer most of our students. The results indicate
that CBS transfer students perform in a manner essentially indistinguishable from that of other students enrolled in these upper division
programs. The mean difference between the grade point averages of CBS
transferees and other students enrolled in the School of Education, the
School of Public Communications, and the College of Liberal Arts are
-. 004 , + .006 , and -. 08, respectively. Even the largest of these three mean
differences is less than a third of a grade step; e.g., less than a third of the
difference between an overall average of " B," and an overall average of
" B- ," and as such, is inconsequential.
Figure I. Cumulative Senior GPA for C. B.S. Students Transferring into
Selected Programs in the University, and Cumulative Senior GPA for
Students Originally Enrolled in These Programs .
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- - - - - - C.B.S . Transfers
_ _ _ Other Students

Cn't erion #4: Percent of CBS students receiving the baccalaureate
degree. The comparisons in Figure 1 show clearly that CBS transferees who
complete the junior and senior years in 4-year programs within Boston
University do so with acceptable grade point averages, but one might
question whether this happens at the cost of a high post-transfer dropout
rate. Criterion #4 addresses that problem both for CBS graduates transferring into Boston University programs (inside transferees) and for those
transferring into 4-year programs outside of Boston University (outside
transferees). The estimate of graduation rate for inside transferees is more
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dependable than is the est imatc for outside t ransfrrecs. since the former is
based on actual institutional records at Boston Univer~ity whereas the
latter, at pres('nt, is based on responses to questionnair<'s mailed to CBS
alumni.
Analyses of institutiona l records at Boston University for inside transferees from four CBS classes ('64, '65, '66 and '70) have produced results
JX'rmi tt ing confident rejection of the hypothesis of high upper division
dropout rate for such students. Of 8 10 students in those four CBS classes
who transferred into 4 -ycar programs at Boston University, 7?,7 (9 1% )
received the baccalaureate degree. Sec table 2.
TABLE 2: PERCENT OF CBS INSIDE T R ANSFEREES WHO OBTAIN
BACCALAUREATE DEGREES AT BOSTON UNIVERS ITY
CBS CLASSES
1966
1965

1964
N

%

N

N

%

Inside
Transferees

211

203

180

BA Degrees

190

90 187

92 166

%

1970
N

%

216

92

194

Tota l
N

%

810

90

737

91

Our estimate of the bacca laureate success ra te of CBS students transferring outside of Boston Un iversity is based on mail -quest ionnaire
responses. Of 586 respondents in the classes of '64, '65 , and '66, 3 16 had
previously been classified by us as inside transferees, 152 had been classified
as outside transferees , and 118 had been classified as "unknown." The rates
of achievement of Baccalaureate degrees for those three groups were 92%,
75%, and 26% , respectively. The rate for the three groups comb ined was
76%. Since these results are based on self-reports rather than institutional
records , and since the response rate for deliverable questionnaires was only
50%, * caut ious interpretation is required. Nevertheless , the percentage
estimate for BA degrees among students classified as inside transferees ,
derived from questionnaire responses (92% ), is ve1-y close to that obtained
by actua l count (9 I%) and this concordance increases confidence in our
percentage estimate for BA degrees among students c lassified as outside
transferees (75% ).
Criterion #5: Achz'evement of graduate degrees. The mail-questionnaire
study also provides information concerning the post-baccalaureate success
• The 586 returns are from an initial sample of 1.588 . Questionnaires sent to 405 of these
students were returned marked "address unknown." The response rate for the 1. 183
deliverable questionnaires was 50%.
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of CBS students. Analysis of responses from students in the classes of '64 ,
'65, and '66 indicates that of the 448 who reported having received a BA
degree , 147 also received a graduate degree (either a master's or a doctorate) . Of these, 26 reported receiving doctorates. The fact that the mail questionnaire study was conducted at a point in time only four years beyond
the expected year for receipt of the BA degree for the class of '66 (and five
and six years , respectively , for the classes of '65 and '64) suggests that a
subsequent sampling at a later point in time can be expected to yield
somewhat higher percentage figures for achievement of graduate degrees,
particularly for doctorates.
Search.fi1r Reasons Underlying the Success of"the CBS Program

The previous section documents the extraordinary success of the College
of Basic Studies. The continuation , graduation, and post -baccalaureate
success rates of CBS students all support the conclusion that the CBS plan is
highly successful in providing new paths to career and professional training
for low-achieving students. Documentation of success of the CBS plan is,
however. only one of our objectives. Equally important is the question of
how that success is achieved. What elements of structure and process in the
CBS program account for its success?
The originators and administrators of the CBS plan have , from the
beginning , assumed that four critical elements are major contributors to
the program's success: team teaching, a core curriculum, extensive
guidance counseling, and a highly student -centered orientation. As indicated earlier . these four elements combine to produce a unique administrative and social structure designed to strengthen the motivation of
teachers as well as pupils and to increase the per hour efficiency of teacherpupil contact. We believe these elements contribute importantly to the
success of the CBS program , but a definitive test of that belief is not easily
obtained. Nevertheless, we have accumulated quantitative information
bearing on this matter.
By use of questionnaires developed specifically for this purpose, we have
collected information from 1,014 CBS students and from 2,365 CBS alumni
which allows us to determine which elements of the CBS program students
and former students value most highly and which they value least . The
questionnaire administered to students consisted of 150 true-false items ,
each of which addressed a specific aspect of the CBS plan , or its implementation. The alumni questionnaire consisted of three open-ended
questions and four forced choice ratings . The open-ended questions asked :
What aspects of CBS did you find most valuable? What aspects of CBS did
you find least valuable? What changes , if any, would you like to see take
place at CBS? Responses were classified by category, and categories
receiving nominations from at least 5% of the respondents are reported in
table 3. Two of the four forced choice rating items dealt with specific
elements of the CBS plan (team-teaching and core curriculum) and two
dealt with global evaluations of the CBS program.
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The 1,014 students represented both freshmen and sophomores and thl
2,365 alumni were respondents to mail questionnaires sent to nine consecutive CBS classes. Thus , our information is based on student perceptions
measured while those students were in the CBS program and on perceptions
of alumni whose temporal separation from CBS varied from one to eight
years.
Strengths and weaknesses as seen by alumni. The responses of alumni
gave clear support to the assumption that the team system and the close
student-teacher interaction are perceived as highly desirable elements of the
program. In addition , the alumni identified small class size and integration
across courses as desirable .. The ready availability of guidance counseling
was not evaluated either positively or negatively, and the restricted elective
policy (associated with the use of the core curriculum) was evaluated
negatively. See table 3.
TABLE 3: RESPONSES OF 2,365 ALUMNI
TO OPEN -ENDED QUESTIONS

1.

2.

3.

Number of
R espondents
"What two aspects of the CBS program
did you find most wluable .?"
a) close student-teacher interaction
b) team system
c) small class size
d) integration across courses
(No other items received sufficient
nominations to warrant inclusion.)

%

706
452
420
130

30
19
18
5

"What two aspects of the CBS program
did you find least wluable?"
a) the absence of electives
(No other items received sufficient
nominations to warrant inclusion.)

437

18

"What changes, if any, would you like
to see take place at CBS.? "
a) the restrictive elective policy
(No other items received sufficient
nominations to warrant inclusion.)

770

33

Open-ended questions are valuable for identifying areas of intense and
pervasive feeling; but responses to such questions must be interpreted
cautiously, especially in areas where feelings are neutral or fail to be shared
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by a sizeable group of respondents. Because there are many potential
choices and because each respondent was asked to nominate only two
desirable or two undesirable features of the CBS plan, the frequency of
nomination for particular CBS features is rarely high. Only those aspects of
the CBS plan receiving nominations from at least 5% of the respondents are
shown in table 3; hence , the category results for the open-ended questions
do not sum to l 00% . On the other hand, the forced choice rating scales in
th e alumni
questionnaire
asked
for
a
specific
rating
(positive/ neutral/negative or yes/ no) from each respondent for each aspect
of the CBS plan being evaluated and those category results do sum to
100%.
The results obtained with the open -ended questions, shown in table 3,
can be summarized as follows: close student -teacher interaction , the team
system , small class size , and integration across courses are the features of the
CBS plan which are most frequently mentioned favorably by alumni;
absence of electives is the only feature which is mentioned unfavorably by at
least 5% of the respondents .
The results obtained with the forced choice rating procedures , summarized in table 4 , support three conclusions : (1) Alumni see the team
system as highly desirable; 85% rated it favorably and only 15% rated it
either neutral or negative . (In this connection it is interesting to note that
the Carnegie Commission6 found " personal contacts with faculty " and
"advice and guidance from faculty and staff ' to be among those areas of
deficiency most frequently mentioned by college students .) (2) The core
curriculum is also viewed positively. When asked to give a general rating of
the core curriculum , taking account of its advantages (conceptual integration and transdepartmental projects) as well as its disadvantages (no
electives) , 62% of the alumni indicated that they like it , 13% gave it a
neutral rating , and only 25% said they disliked it . (3) The overall satisfaction among CBS alumni regarding their experiences at CBS is very
high. ln response to the question (How would you rate CBS compared with
other programs?), 81 % responded "good" or "excellent" and only 19%
responded "fair" or " poor. " The high general level of endorsement given
the CBS program by its alumni is also indicated by the fact that 85%
"would recommend it to other students." (See table 4.)

TABLE 4: RESPONSES OF2,365 ALUMNI TO QUESTIONS
REQUIRING A FORCED CHOICE RATING
1.

"How do you feel about the Team System at CBS?"
Liked (85 % ), Indiffere nt (9% ), Disliked (6%)

2.

"How do you feel about the CBS (prescribed) Core Curriculum?"
Liked (62% ), Indiffere nt (1 3% ), Disliked (25 % )
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3.

"How would you rate CBS compared with other programs?"
Exccllent(39% ). Goocl(42% ). Fair(l4% ). Poor(5% )

4.

"Would you recommend CBS to other students?"
Ycs(85 % ).

No(l5% )

Strengths and weaknesses as seen by students. As already indicated, the
attitudes of students while in the program were assessed by having them
respond, either true or false, to each of 150 items. (Whether a true response
to a particular item reflected a positive or a negative attitude was determined by prior ratings of this by each of 17 CBS faculty members.) The
items were classified by topic area (team system, core curriculum,
guidance , student-centered orientation , etc.) and responses were examined
both at the cluster and at the item level of analysis. Three tentative conclusions were drawn: (1) Although the perceptions of freshmen were
positive, they were somewhat less so than those of sophomores. (2) Overall,
the team system and the student-centered orientation were seen as the most
desirable features of the CBS plan , but guidance and core curriculum were
also evaluated positively. (3) Items within categories varied from each other
in consistent ways over the four samples (two groups of freshmen and two
groups of sophomores) regarding degree of positive response , thus indicating differentially perceived desirability of specific aspects of the more
general concepts. The analytic potential of that finding will be pursued in
later work.
Recapitulation
CBS provides new paths to career and professional training by successful
remediation of students who otherwise would be denied entry into 4-year
programs. The college entrance credentials of CBS students are too
marginal to permit acceptance into 4-year programs at Boston University;
yet, as documented above , a high percentage of these students do obtain
baccalaureate degrees after attending CBS and more than a few go on to
receive master's degrees and doctorates . Success of the CBS plan is extraordinary as judged by each criterion studied to date: (I) mean growth on
standardized achievement test scores , (2) percent of students successfully
transferring into 4-year programs at Boston University and elsewhere, (3)
upper division grade point average of CBS transferees within Boston
University , (4) percent of CBS students who receive baccalaureate degrees,
and (5) percent of CBS students who receive graduate degrees.
Assessments of the CBS program, and of its components , made by 1,014
students and 2,365 alumni , provide clear support to the theoretical considerations which gave rise to the program and led to the adoption of its
unique features: team system , core curriculum , close student-teacher interaction , student-centered orientation , small class size, and conceptual
integration across courses. Overall expressed satisfaction with the program
is high among students as well as alumni .
96

Improved education and promotion of equal opportunity for lowachieving students are the two m ajor objectives of the CBS plan. Innovation
a nd reform in the procedures of education have been its guiding principles
from the outset. The solutions to problems of higher education suggested by
the CBS plan are general and structural. Emphasis has been on development of processes of teaching which are both efficient and learner-centered.
J oint use of team teaching and a core curriculum provides a structure which
fa cilitates development of learning processes focused on basic concepts and
their functional application rather than the accumulation of isolated facts
of uncertain relevance to future real-life problems.
The needs and aspirations of the students served by CBS include the
easil y articulated and readily volunteered desire for access to higher
education , but the needs served go beyond that to include the enhanced
feeling of self-potency that results from academic advancement, the intellectual satisfaction that derives from an emphasis on the interrelatedness
and functional significance of concepts , and the enjoyment that results
from learning in small, personalized groups.
At CBS we seek to develop an attitude toward learning that makes the
effort of study attractive. All of the structures and processes of the CBS plan
are designed to promote such an attitude. The focus on conceptual integration and functional meaning is intended to make learning instrumentally useful and personally satisfying. It speaks directly to the
universal plea for relevance.
Finally , we consider the cost-effectiveness of the CBS methods of instruction and operation to be one of its major potential contributions to
planning for revised postsecondary education. The combined use of team
tea ching and a core curriculum produces the unusual combination of
economy of teaching and extensive individual student attention . Despite the
intimate student-faculty contact , the student -faculty ratio is about 20 to l.
What is perhaps most provocative about the CBS plan, as an educational
model , is that it provides increased student -faculty interaction by modifying
the use of currently available resources rather than by allocating new ones.
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The Little College at Bowling Green:
Developing Critical Thinking Skills
in a General Education Context
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ABSTRACT
For the past five years, the Lit tie College at Bowling Green State
University has been experimenting with various approaches to
clew·loping the critical thinking skills of incoming freshmen. Data
resulting from evaluative research completed demonstrate that
students can be helped to achieve significant gains in their ability to
think critically. They also suggest differences in the viability of
alternative curricular approaches to achieve this goal. The paper
itself profiles many of the problems and issues pertinent to "experimenting" programs, including as.sumptions about the goals of
general education, faculty recruitment, pedagogy, and evaluation.
At present , the Little College finds itself in the mainstream of what
is being called "competency-based learning. "
For the past five years, Bowling Green State University has been experimenting with critical thinking skill development in a curricular
program known as the Little College. The Little College was begun in
September, 1970, as a one-quarter experience for incoming freshmen. It
had and continues to have as its goal the development of critical thinking
capabilities on the part of students , as well as an understanding of how
these basic analytical capabilities can be used in the day-to-day solution of
problems. A further goal is the cultivation of a predisposition on the part of
students to use these capabilities for that purpose.
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The creators of the Little College, and the faculty members who have
taught and are presently teaching within it, take seriously the notion that
the purpose of a liberal education is to help free students from dependence
upon "authority figures" to do their thinking for them and consequently to
permit them to think for themselves in the making of crucial decisions.
After all, the freshmen who had come to Bowling Green "had come to an
institution which claimed, as do all colleges and universities, to be interested in developing creative and disciplined minds; yet, .. according to the
authors of the report of the first year of the Little College, "there was little
in the freshman curriculum which even pretended to help them to think for
themselves (4, p. 339)."
The Little College has been a response to that curricular need, a
response that has not remained static (as is the fate of many innovations),
but one that has succes.sfully adapted and changed over the years. As such,
the Little College provides a relevant illustration not only of a program with
the earlier-described goals, but also of the dynamics as.sociated with the
development and evaluation of an "experimenting" program. This article
profiles many of the problems and is.sues pertinent to those dynamics by
describing the evolution of the Little College during the past five years,
including an explanation of its varied approaches to the development of
critical thinking skills and an analysis of evaluative data demonstrating the
viability of a program explicitly attempting to help students think critically
for themselves.
Before beginning our description of the program, it might be profitable
to attempt to place the Little College within the context of general
education. A function of general education is helping develop in the individual student a set of basic human capabilities or general life skills
enabling him to understand his own drives and motivations, to relate those
drives and motivations to real pos.sibilities, and to implement them in such a
way as to achieve the desired results. General Education becomes the
essence of the baccalaureate experience in that it prepares the individual to
face problems and potentials, not as a pas.sive reactor but as an aggressive
actor, seizing the initiative by pursuing hypotheses, weighing evidence,
drawing conclusions, making decisions, and following through on them.
Scholarly interest in the nature and function of general education is by
no means new. There is a wealth of literature dealing with the matter.
Nevertheless, such a prestigious group as the recent Newman Commission
feels there is still much work to be completed in this area: "The fundamental values of a general education have been put forward as useful
preparation for a productive life, for social responsibility and for personal
fulfillment. ... But if these values are to be the yardstick, then it is essential
to ensure that academic programs do indeed provide an education that is
effective for these purposes. A re-examination and a renewal of all of postsecondary education and particularly of liberal education may therefore be
the most important agenda item of the l 970's (3, p. 7).
If general education is indeed the essence of baccalaureate study, then
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the development of critical thinking abilities is the essence of general
education . Of course one might suggest that critical thinking skill
development has been a primary aim of higher education throughout the
centuries. This is undoubtedly correct; however , all too often, development
of critical thinking abilities is articulated as the goal and then forgotten in
the rush to expose students to as much content as can possibly be crammed
into the typical college course.
Faculty members, in general, fail to articulate precisely what they mean
by the term "critical thinking, " how their particular course will go about
the task of developing critical thinking skills, and the mechanism by which
the achievement of critical thinking competency will be assessed. Furthermore , rarely is an indication given to the student that it is important for
him to develop critical thinking skills because possession of such skills will
enable him to analyze critically those relevant elements of the world around
him and to utilize that critical analysis in making those crucial decisions
affecting his life.
The faculty of the Little College, on the other hand, quite clearly begin
with the notion that critical thinking skill development can be accomplished via academic programs and experiences, and that colleges and
universities can facilitate this development. They also share the notion that
the attainment of minimally acceptable competency in critical thinking
skill development is an essential characteristic of the liberally-educated
individual able to lead both a productive and a personally satisfying life.

Development of the Little College [1970-1974]
The Little College is now five years old. During these formative years,
much has been learned by those who have participated in the planning and
operation of the program . The purpose of this section will be to share with
interested readers a description of the major developmental stages through
which the Little College has progressed. In addition , we will touch briefly
on several recurring themes which have been encountered by those
responsible for determining the content and emphases of each Little
College. We hope that such shared experiences can aid other universities
fulfill the almost universal pledge that their graduates will possess critical
thinking and decision -making skills.
One overriding assumption which has united each year's Little College
has been a dissatisfaction with prevalent attempts to provide general
education. Much of what follows can be appreciated more fully by frequent
reference to this assumption. Our dissatisfaction has focused on the
common practice in introductory courses of teaching the course as if our
most important cognitive skill were memory. We have consistently rejected
this notion and have substituted the pursuit of critical thinking skill as being
the primary objective for general education. What has distinguished one
year's Little College from another has been the plan for implementing this
shared interest in critical thinking as a process.
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ALTERNATIVE APPROACHF.S TO CRITICAL THINKING
Each Lit tie College faculty has selected a particular approach to critical
thinking from among numerous possible approaches which it could implement. This choice has been the most substantive decision that the faculty
has made since it colors every aspect of the curriculum and evaluation
system. Three basic approaches have been implemented in the five years in
which the Little College has been offered:
A. The Making and Manipulation of Images,
B. Heuristic Thinking,
C. The Art of Making Sense.
This section will briefly describe each approach and indicate strengths
and weaknesses that were perceived in each effort. Each approach is
capable of making an innovative contribution to current general education
efforts. However , we learned from experience that these three approaches
are mutually exclusive unless the proposed critical thinking project has
resources and time far in excess of those the Little College was able to
provide. Therefore each approach must be judged according to its appropriateness for a given situation , rather than by some arbitrary standards
of effectiveness. We have evidence that suggests that all three approaches
can be implemented successfully in a suitable context.
The Images approach was suggested and utilized by all of the faculty in
the first Little College (1970-71), and the majority of the faculty in the
second year. The basic philosophy guiding the thinking of the faculty
proponents of the Images approach can best be understood through a
quotation from the report of the second Little College:
All rational systems are based on a conceptua l framework that is
as much the product of man's purposes and needs as of the
characteristics his world exhibits. Logic enables man to articulate
and apply that conceptual framework , but it is neutral regarding the
substance. The images which constitute what man thinks cn"tically
with are products of the continuing commerce between human
purposeness and human experience ; and an understanding of that
commerce 1s required if critical thinking it to strike its full human
measure.
. . . At the core of every human is a set of beliefs and
values which are not usually subjected to critical analysis, because
people have been taught to take these beliefs and these values on
faith and to base all of their subsequent judgments about their world
upon them. For instance , the person who believes in the sacredness
of life will base all of his subsequent decisions concerning birth
control and abortion on the belief that life is, in fact , sacred. thus
while critically analyzing the pros and cons of the issues, he will do so
with a core of beliefs which is itself not subject to critical analyses (1,
p. 5).
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Through an understanding of the image -building process , students are
encouraged to discover the core beliefs which shape their lives. After this act
of introspection, students are briefly introduced to certain prescribed tools
of analysis and evaluation. These skills arc expected to prepare them for
situations where they are asked to analyze whether or not a particular set of
decisions would be consistent with their personal core beliefs.
The Images approach has the advantage (shared by the other two
approaches to critical thinking that we have used) of st ripping instructors of
the security provided by their own disciplines and of forcing them to deal
directly with conceptual problems rather than with elaborations on a
predetermined conceptual structure which assumes away many of the
central questions. In addition , the Images approach provides a mechanism
for helping students recognize the assumptions and interrelatednes.s of those
disciplines which they will encounter in their other courses.
Most of the third Little College faculty adopted a Heuristic Thinking
approach to critical thinking in an attempt to broaden the objectives
specified by the faculty of the first two Little Colleges. The proponents of
the Heuristic approach were primarily concerned with creative skills ,
alternate ways of problem -solving, similarities and differe nces between
convergent and divergent thinking, and analogical thought. All third-year
faculty members made a pre-course commitment at least to attempt to give
instruction in all of these cognitive skills. The Heuristic approach represents
an extreme attempt to "cover" almost the complete range of cognitive skills
in one all -too-brief course. The vision of the third Little College was more
grandiose than any of its predecessors , but therein lay its most serious flaw.
Most third-year Little College faculty agreed in their post -course
as.sessments that it is impos.sible to implement such goals as those proposed
in the Heuristic approach within a ten -week period, especially in the depth
necessary to enable the students to achieve any significant degree of
proficiency in all of these skills. In response , future Little Colleges have
greatly de -emphasized heuristic goals and have emphasized the exposition
and application of evaluative skills.
With this background, we will now describe the "Art of Making Sense"
approach which is the predominant approach now being used in the Little
College. Most of the courses which our students will take focus on
knowledge acquisition. The knowledge to be learned varies from course to
course , but the underlying proces.s is similar: students are told what to think
rather than how to think or organize what they know into a functional
pattern. Therefore , most of the faculty of the fourth Little College decided
to pursue evaluative skills exclusively. This emphasis appeared to us to be
the most useful to the student since it represents an important and relatively
neglected set of skills. If universities do not teach such skills , we have seen
little evidence to suggest that they will be picked up elsewhere in some nonsystematic learning situation.
The first section of the course was devoted to an introduction to critical
thinking skills. Three main sub-areas were identified:
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1. The uses and misuses of language in which definitions, ambiguities,
and levels of abstraction would be emphasized .
2 . The uses and misuses of "truth" and evidence in which value
presupposition, empirical evidence, and tolerance for non-closure
would be emphasized.
3. The introduction to argumentation in which assumptions,
arguments, induction (including argument by analogy), deduction,
and formal and informal fallacies would be emphasized.
It was felt that approximately the first six weeks of the quarter should be
devoted to these tasks, and that the first two areas - language and truth and
evidence - would be covered in a shorter period of time than the third,
introduction to argumentation.
Concurrent with the introduction to critical thinking skills, we pursued
a second major goal of the course: the introduction to alternative images,
perspectives, or value sets. Thus, during the first six weeks, the instructors
were to expose students to a variety of viewpoints concerning a number of
current or "relevant" social issues with the intent of getting the student to
understand , appreciate, and become tolerant of differing opinions.
During the final four weeks of the course, the emphasis was shifted to
the application of critical thinking skills. During this period, students were
asked to identify the role of images and perspectives in their own and other's
beliefs as well as to pose and evaluate alternative hypotheses in a decisionmaking setting. Instructors were free to choose an appropriate text for the
first portion of the four-week period while, for the concluding two weeks,
Robert Hutchins' University of Utopia was selected. The course concluded
with a "grand project" or major essay based upon this last book.
The "evaluative skills" approach provided an approach with which the
faculty felt comfortable, in the sense that they found the objectives attainable and among the most important they could suggest for general
education. The most important criticism of the evaluative skills approach to
critical thinking is that its scope is too restrictive. It omits many important
learning skills which the Images and Heuristic approaches include. While
we do not wish to choose only those goals that we are confident that we can
achieve, an expansion of our goals beyond the scope of the evaluative skills
approach has not yet yielded results.
FACULTY
The Little College has generally consisted of one fall quarter course
which provides five hours credit. (The first Little College offered eight
hours of credit.) Each year during the winter quarter, plans have begun in
preparation for next fall 's Little College course. The first and most important step of preparation consists of faculty recruitment. No amount of
planning or hard work can overcome mistakes made in the faculty
recruitment process. The second and third Little Colleges were beset with
personality conflicts and intense disagreement over curricular strategies.
Innovative programs such as the Little College have myriad natural ob105

stacles to overcome, and the added problem of incompatibilities among
faculty can be fatal. We learned that it is not enough to seek innovative
teachers; what is important is basic agreement on the objectives which
innovative behavior hopes to attain. The relative success of the fourth Little
College stemmed in large part from the increased care that was taken in the
faculty recruitment period. Faculty were interviewed carefully prior to
selection and an unusually diligent and compatible group of teachers
resulted. In particular we found that a careful selection process for faculty
becomes more practical as course objectives are most sharply defined.
Each year from six to twelve regular faculty members have been
recruited to teach one course (or approximately one-half of their total
teaching responsibilities) in the fall Little College program. The faculty
who have participated in the Little College are generally drawn from the
social sciences. Perhaps it is unique to our campus, but social scientists have
demonstrated greater interest in the early acquisition of cognitive skills. In
addition, social scientists are more willing to respond to classroom questions
for which ambiguous answers are the only available response. Their
training in the analysis of human behavior has prepared them for situations
where conclusions are seldom certain . Because we have emphasized the use
of critical thinking skills as an instrument primarily appropriate for
divergent thinking, faculty who are uncomfortable when analyzing
questions which are not amenable to precise answers have been less successful as Little College instructors.
PLANNING
After faculty are selected, planning sessions are held during the spring
and summer. Objectives are defined , program evaluation is planned, a
grading system is chosen , and curricular materials are selected during these
planning sessions. Each year the scope of our planning has expanded as we
become more aware of specific problem areas which can be avoided
through open and thorough discussion.
Especially important has been the increased attention we have paid to
course objectives. During the first two Little Colleges, faculty agreed to
work toward very broad objectives such as critical thinking and tolerance of
ambiguity. Operationally , this type of loose agreement translated into
several different Little Colleges being offered during any given year. Each
instructor had freedom within these broad boundaries to design the course
as he chose. The last three Little Colleges have attempted to arrive at
greater uniformity among different sections of the course by extensive
debate and study concerning alternative packages of objectives. Faculty
new to the program are forewarned that concensus with respect to program
objectives will be sought. This warning provides a minimal antidote for the
uneasiness which results when university professors are required to yield
some of their customary sovereignty over course design . This give and take
on the part of Little College faculty has prospered as greater care has been
taken to recruit faculty members who complement one another.
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Little College faculty are not required to perform in some lockstep
fashion delineated by Little College administrators. Every faculty member
is encouraged to contribute to the formulation of goals , choice of materials,
and determination of structure. The major restrictions imposed on the
faculty are that the course should be process-oriented and focus on critical
thinking skills. Realistically, most of the planning is conducted by faculty
who are returning from previous Little Colleges. New faculty members have
tended to restrict their role to providing a source of fresh ideas or to serving
as friendly critics to the proposals of more veteran faculty. New faculty
members have repeatedly voiced their discomfort at being asked to play a
substantive role in planning. They have preferred the approach taken in the
most recent Little College where new faculty were viewed primarily as
learners during their first few weeks in the program .
New faculty in the third Little College were particularly vocal in expressing their dis.satisfaction with being placed in a position where they were
asked to contribute to major decisions in a state of relative ignorance about
possible alternatives . Clearly some balance is advisable. Most new faculty
have wished to perform their full share of Little College responsibilities and
have been encouraged to do so; but their major contributions must be
preceded by :;everal orientation sessions that familiarize them with alternative models of critical thinking.
Each successive Little College faculty has concluded during its summer
planning period that its predecessor suffered from too little structure both
in curriculum and in classroom activities . This conclusion has resulted from
faculty and student perceptions that Little College sections were quite
diverse , not just in terms of pedagogical tone and style which we had anticipated and supported , but also in terms of the objectives which were
being pursued . In our faculty meetings we would reach eventual agreement
on objectives; but unless these objectives were explicitly defined and differences in interpretations of the objectives were discussed, Little College
sections did not resemble one another as closely as we thought necessary if
the program was to have consistency . Especially during the first three Little
Colleges, we were so pleased with ourselves when we reached agreement on
objectives at a superficial verbal level that we did not devote enough at tention to classroom activities that would operationalize the objectives that
we had chosen .
PRE.sENT FOCUS AND PEDAGOGY
In response to the need for greater structure in the Little College, the
1973 faculty took several steps to improve program efficiency which still
persist. To give greater meaning to our intent to focus on critical thinking
skills, we attempted to specify in some detail what these skills are and how
one recognizes their use in the verbal and written communication of our
students . In the course of this process, the faculty agreed that previous
Little Colleges had exaggerated their potential impact on student behavior.
Since the Little College provided the only opportunity at our university for
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students to focus exclusively on cognitive skill development , earlier Little
College faculties had attempted to teach more cognitive skills than the
students were able to grasp. In response to this realization , the 1973 faculty
consciously reduced the magnitude of the criteria which Little College
students would be asked to meet. We chose to focus on inferential,
deductive , and interpretative skills, as well as on the recognition of
assumptions.
Another judgment which we made in 1973 was that a greater emphasis
needed to be given to the application of critical thinking skills. The 1973
faculty wanted its students not only to understand certain critical thinking
skills but also to be able to utilize these skills in their writing and speech. In
other words, we were not satisfied that high test scores were meaningful
when we frequently observed that some of the students who excelled in their
knowledge of critical thinking skills as measured by the test failed to reflect
these skills in their papers and in class discussion. We questioned the worth
of teaching student skills which they either could not use or did not know
when to use.
Thus, to complement a standardized test, the 1973 Little College
created a rubric (statement of objectives) which was applied to essays
written by our students. The criteria on the rubric were the following: (1)
clarification of ambiguity , (2) use of supporting evidence, (3) understanding of alternative perspectives , (4) evaluation of conflicting
arguments, (5) organization of ideas in logical order , and (6) quality of the
conclusion. Prior to the fall quarter of 1973, the Little College faculty
discussed these criteria, collectively evaluated sample essays, and developed
common descriptions of the criteria so that objectives in the various sections
would be uniform in more than name alone. It is hoped that this rubric will
become our major evaluative tool.
Pedagogical styles used in the Little College are quite diverse. However ,
there are certain similarities in the daily classroom activities used by Little
College instructors. Each instructor assumes that the best way to learn
critical thinking skills is by using them. Therefore, we minimize lectures
and the use of textbooks which describe the skills we hope to nourish. Most
of our classroom time is devoted to exercises designed to focus on a particular critical thinking skill. We use numerous sets of brief conflicting
essays to stimulate disagreements and decision -making situations. More
lengthy curricular materials are rarely used because students tend to
become more interested in the topic being discussed and less interested in
the process of critical thinking as they become more deeply involved in the
controversy which the essays analyze.

E-c.alWllz°ve Research
The evaluative research that has gone on during the Little College has
resulted in a considerable amount of data about curriculum and the
development of critical thinking skills, and has also taught us much about
doing evaluative research in the area of curricular programs . The following
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summarizes what our major research findings have been up to this point,
and what we have learned about the process of engaging in such evaluation .
MAJOR FINDINGS
The evaluative research on the Little College has neither been uniform
in design nor in quantity, but it has always focused on the question: "What
increases in critical thinking skills have been achieved by students in the
Little College?" We believe at this point our major findings to be:

1.

Students in the Little College have achieved gains in the area of
critical thinking skill development, and those gains have been
significantly greater than those realized by similar students not
taking the Little College.
2. Different curricular approaches within the Little College have
yielded significantly different results among students in the Little
College.
3. Students living together in a common residence hall do not achieve
greater gains in critical thinking than students not living together.
Such findings obviously have proven the utility of the Little College in
our minds ; however , the evidence has not come easily. As noted above, each
year's evaluation used a different format and produced different aspects of
our findings.
The first two years of evaluative research utilized rather simple
techniques: the administration of a measurement to the students before and
after the Little College experience. More elaborate plans (e.g., including a
control group) were at times made but tended to fall through because of a
lack of time necessary to operationalize them .
In the first year , 88 Little College students took the Omnibus Personality Inventory (OP!) during the first and last week of class. Of the 14
scales in the OP! , the faculty of the Little College examined most closely
those that centered around the concept of "intellectual disposition," a
preference for intellectual activity. Faculty examined increases in this area
for different sub-sets of students and found that the group of students
(N = 28) with the highest tendency for impulsive expression, social introversion , and a low degree of personality integration , and who were easily
innuenced by others and least able to endure connict without anxiety
registered the greatest degree of increased intellectual activity. While such a
finding suggested we were having an effect on the type of student whom we
believed most needed to progress in this direction, the data were not entirely
convincing because of the small number of subjects and the non-academic
nature of the OP!.
The second year of evaluation saw the faculty add to the OPI a standardized test which was to become the primary measure utilized in the
following years: the Watson-Glaser Critical Thinking Appraisal, a 100item , multiple -choice test of critical thinking skills. Although again no
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control group was maintained, results from the pre and post tests on the
Watson-Glaser for the 165 students in the second Little College were
compared to a national sample of liberal arts college freshmen. The
average percentile scores for the Little College students represented an
increase from the 55th percentile to the 67th percentile of the national
sample. It was also found that increases in critical thinking skills varied
from section to section , to the point where the average score for one section
actually decreased.
The third year brought a revolution of sorts to the evaluation effort.
The Little College was placed under a larger unit , devoted to ex perimentation on achievement -based programs, called the Modular
Achievement Program (MAP). The Little College faculty responded to the
initiatives of MAP by putting together for the first time an evaluation
committee charged with designing a comprehensive evaluation design . The
committee members proved to be enthusiastic. They outlined a lengthy set
of orientations and skills the student should gain via the Little College and
began the task of finding appropriate measurements for each area. Given
the multiplicity of objectives, the number of potential instruments became
so large as to threaten the time available for teaching activities. Finally , the
group agreed upon five measurements including the Watson-Glaser Test.*
A Pretest -Posttest Control Group Design was utilized during this third
year. The students in the Little College (N = 198) comprised the experimental group, and students in the control group were selected on a
matched-pairs basis utilizing the variables of sex , college, high school
decile , and ACT composite score. Despite persistent efforts to maintain a
large group , only 64 control group members eventually took both the pre
and post tests (32% of the total group contacted) . One of the major reasons
for this was the number of tests they were being asked to take; it took approximately 4 hours to complete the tests both at the beginning and end of
the quarter. However , the students in the control group who did cooperate
had a mean GPA of 3.03 for their fall courses , while the mean GPA for
students in the experimental group was 2.81. Members of the control group
were then academically comparable, if not superior, to students in the
Little College .
The results of the Watson-Glaser Test for the two groups showed that
there was a greater increase in the mean score of the experimental group
than in the control group . The difference between the means on the posttest
proved significant at the .05 level (F= 4 .30) using analysis of covariance
which controlled the initial differences between the two groups on their
ACT Composite score and the Watson -Glaser pretest. While the other
measures yielded mixed results, none conflicted with the basic finding of an

• The other four were the Omnibus Personality Inventory. a locally -developed test
(ANALOGY). and sections of the Remote Associates Test and Torrance Tests of
Creativity.
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increase m the critical thinking skills as measured by the Watson-Glaser
Test.
In general, the third year was found to have evaluation acUVJUes
demanding too much time of the faculty. Depending upon one's perspective, it was either the high or low point for evaluation activity in the
Little College. Everyone involved endorsed the plan for the fourth year of
the Little College which was to utilize fewer tests and measurements but a
more complex experimental design.
In brief, the fourth year attempted to replicate the findings of the
previous year and therefore used another control group matched on the
same variables as before . 220 students made up the experimental group (the
Little College) and I 13 made up the control group. The students in the
control group were chosen on a matched -pairs basis using the same set of
four variables used in the 1973 design (sex, college, high school decile , and
ACT composite score).
Again , the students in the Little College had a larger increase than
students in the control group , and analysis of covariance found that the
differences on the posttest (Watson-Glaser) were significant at the .01 level
(F= 18.93). However , a confounding variable had been introduced . The
score on the Watson-Glaser exam was used to determine 25% of the
student's grade in the Little College. No such motivation was available for
students not in the Little College . In effect then , the intended replication
was not carried out; but students in the Little College had significantly
higher scores under both conditions, i.e., when the exam was utilized in
determining a grade (1973) and when it was not used (1972).
However , the most interesting aspects of the fourth year were investigated by a more complex design which attempted to randomize
students in the Little College into two approaches to critical thinking
described earlier : IMAGES and the Art of Making Sense (AMAS) . At the
same time, students were randomly assigned to a common residence or
allowed to select their own (disparate residence). This produced a two-by·
two factorial design using curriculum and residence as two-level factors as
illustrated in Figure 1.
AMAS

IMAGES

Common Residence
Disparate Residence

Figure 1. Two x Two Factorial Design for Critical Thinking
Course Approach and Residence
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Unfortunately, randomization occurred in only 80o/c, of the cases
because of student requests not to be placed in the common residence which
was a coeducational residence hall. This quasi-random design was
maintained as the exclusion of students not placed randomly would have
diminished too greatly the number of students in at least two of the four
groups. The number of subjects, their mean scores on ACT composite , the
pretest, and the posttest, as well as the adjusted mean of the posttest of the
Watson-Glaser exam as determined by analysis of covariance for each
group is reported in Table 1.
The analysis showed no significant difference as a result of the interaction between curriculum and residence (F = .03), and no significant
difference was accounted for by residence alone (F = .003). However ,
students in the AMAS group did have significantly higher posttest scores
than did students in the IMAGES group at the .05 level (F= 4.20).
TABLE!
GROUP MEANS AND ADJUSTED MEANS
FOR 2 x 2 FACTORIAL DE.SIGN

GROUP

ACT
COMPOSITE

PRETEST

POSTTEST

ADJUSTED
MEAN

IMAGES/ Disparate
Residence
(N= 22)

24.8

70.68

74.45

72.75

AMAS/ Disparate
Residence
(N= 27)

23.3

66 .44

72.88

73.04

IMAGES/ Common
Residence
(N= 54)

23.5

66.37

70.94

71 .65

AMAS/ Common
Residence
(N= 117)

23.4

66 .70

72.93

72.89

It would appear then that the more straightforward approach (AMAS)

to critical thinking resulted in a greater increase in the students' scores on

the Watson-Glaser than did the IMAGES approach . Nevertheless, students
in the IMAGES section did score higher and had a greater change in their
scores than did students in the control group who took neither course . This
comparison was significant at the .05 level (F= 5 .13 ).
The variable of residence in this experiment made little difference in
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criti cal thinking skill development. But it should be noted that most advocates would suggest that the residence grouping did not share the
necessary characteristics of an intensive student-centered approach found
within a residential college that has become popular and expected when the
impact of residence is studied.
The research reported above has provided a research-base on which we
hope to build future Little Colleges. There are many more questions to be
investigated: Are critical thinking skills developed further during the latter
college years? Are the various approaches to critical thinking skill
development complementary? What are important correlates of critical
thinking skills? Candidly, the designs we have used up to this point do have
their weaknesses, but they do approximate reasonableness when one
considers the paucity of such evaluative research on university curricula.
PROCESS OF EVALUATION
What we learned about the Little College from our evaluation effort
may be no more important than what we have learned about the activity
and the process of evaluation of curricular programs in general. We have
over-evaluated and under-evaluated, have been confused by confounding
issues and dilemmas, have been unable to clarify hypotheses, but have
always managed to address ourselves to the basic concern, namely, the
development of critical thinking skills in college freshmen.
The Little College has always been an experimental program at the
University and, in that sense, has offered an opportunity for "action
research" in the area of critical thinking. As such, the Little College experienced the dilemma that exists between evaluation in the formative sense
(building a program) and evaluation in the summative sense (presenting the
outcomes of a program).
Curricular programs exist in a political sphere; and the anxiety created
by the tension to achieve a successful evaluation and yet entertain an exploratory mission can be counterproductive. This is especially true when
continual demands are made for "positive results" while other programs are
safely imbedded in the curriculum without being subject to rigorous
evaluation. What can easily happen is that people identify what works and
keep doing that at the cost of experimenting in areas that have not been as
fruitful or as easy to submit to systematic evaluation.
The program evaluation created other difficulties which ideally should
have been avoided but never quite were, and we suggest they may be rather
fundamental to all initial efforts in curricular evaluation. These were: (1)
change in the curriculum created a difficult dilemma as it would impinge
on the previously agreed-upon research design; (2) it is difficult, if not
impossible, to match presently available tests and measurements to
curricular objectives; (3) faculty, in general, lack experience in such
evaluation activities and tend to either overreact or ignore the entire
matter; (4) the attempt to offer a comprehensive evaluation can become
burdensome when the normal multiplicity of objectives in any academic
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course (exaggerated in this one) turns into a game of operationalizing the
identifying appropriate measures for the attainment of each objective
(resulting in evaluation "over-kill") .
The Little College has gone through a cycle where evaluation was
clearly a secondary concern to one where it attained primacy as an activity.
Evaluation is, at present, settling into a more appropriate role in which
simplicity of design and directness of questions have been rediscovered.

Conclusion
The problem of developing curricula and pedagogical techniques to
help students attain and retain critical thinking skills is indeed both a
complex and a time-consuming one. Nevertheless, Little College data show
that students (first quarter freshmen in this particular case) can be helped
to achieve significant gains in their ability to think critically and that
alternate approaches to developing these skills affect students differently.
Presently available evaluative tools (some highly experimental) attest to
our ability to assess critical thinking skill development. However ,
manifestations of such development are complex, and measurements are
often primitive. Leading test agencies (e.g., Educational Testing Service,
American College Testing) have worked primarily to develop valid and
reliable tests in subject matter knowledge. New tools, such as criterionreferenced tests, analytic performance rubrics , and the "portfolio" approach, hold promise that has not been adequately explored .
David McClelland, in "Testing for Competence Rather Than for
Intelligence, " suggests that academic tests "predictably do not seem to
correlate with any life-outcome criteria except those that involve similar
tests or that require the credentials that a high score on the test signifies. "
He further suggests that presently available tests and measurements do not
adequately sample or reproduce the type of general critical thinking skills
one needs to perform successfully (2, p. 8).
Another problem area which has troubled every Little College faculty
has been the practice of offering the program exclusively to 150-250 fresh men during their first quarter of college. Although our students have always
been self-selected and somewhat more highly motivated than the average
entering freshman at Bowling Green State University, they have experienced the same adjustment problems that other freshmen go through
while making the transition from high school to college. They frequently
mentioned that it took them several months to recognize that their
academic responsibilities were more demanding than those to which they
had grown accustomed in high school.
The faculty of the Little College recognize that , theoretically , it is
optimal to provide programs in critical thinking skill development as early
as possible in the student's college career. Then the critical thinking skills
they acquire can be utilized and further developed in the curricular
programs they will go on to pursue. However, the rigors of the Little College
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program for incoming freshmen give reason to wonder whether the
program offered might prove more efficacious to students who have already
adjusted to living away from home and to the greater degree of personal
responsibility required of them in college.
These concerns will certainly engage Little College faculty members for
the next few years, for they remain committed to the development of
critical thinking skills in students, to the continual re-thinking of a
curriculum leading to an attainment of those skills, and to the formulation
of assessment techniques measuring such attainment. The Little College
thus finds itself in the mainstream of what is being called "competencybased learning. " We have found that the work in the Little College is quite
similar to competency-based learning approaches being developed at other
institutions such as Alverno, Mars Hill, and Sterling Colleges, as well as
Governors State and Michigan State Universities. Programs at these institutions and others all share the common notion that the attainment of
minimally acceptable competency in critical thinking is an essential
characteristic of the liberally-educated individual able to lead both a
productive and a personally satisfying life in a complex and rapidly
changing world.
NOTES
1.
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'Intelligence'." American Psychologist, 28 (1973), 1-4 .
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Student Ratings of Instruction:
The Developmentalist Viewpoint
By LA WR ENCE J.

lsRAEL

A recent review of studies concerning student ratings of instruction1
indicates some probabilities that may be related to the intellectual and
moral development of the college student. The studies indicate that the
following apply:
1. Most rating forms measure the amount of rapport the instructor
establishes.
2 . The dimension of teaching skill is strongly influenced by teacher
characteristics.
3. Teacher characteristics are more influential than course characteristics in skill ratings.
4. There is probably a weak positive correlation between instructor
rank and student ratings .
5 . The inconsistency of results in such studies may be the most singular
element of the studies reviewed when comparing student
achievement and student ratings.
6. Teachers apparently make little use of student ratings to improve
their courses or student ratings .
Comparing the above list with student and faculty development stages
and contrasting these with the types of questions frequently asked on
student rating forms provides some interesting ground for speculation and
further research .
Since this is not an attempt to evaluate the literature on student and
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fa culty development but is an attempt to apply, analyze and synthesize
some of the work done in the area , an eclectic element will pervade. The
work cited will include th:H of Perry 2 , Ralph 3 , Kohl berg• and Levinson 5 •
Both Perry and Kohl berg have concerned themselves more
specifically with students although Kohlberg's work does extend well
beyond the usual student years. Perry has indicated in his work with the
intellectual and ethical development of college students that three basic
types of students can be found in the usual undergraduate classes at
Harvard:
1)
the
basic
dualist,
2)
the
relativist,
and
3) the committed types. 6 Kohlberg has given this position some
support in his work "The Adolescent as a Philosopher." 7 There also appears to be some correlation of Perry's work with Kohlberg's "Stages of
Moral Maturity." 8 At levels IV and below in Kohl berg's moral maturity
stages the possibility of basic dualism seems to be rather high. Ralph and
Levinson provide parallel fonns of faculty developmental stages that seem
to indicate a form of dualism also applies to the neophyte professor who
then develops through a series of stages involving increased capability to
synthesize and terminate in a form of commitment to the student rather
than to subject matter.
This parallel is striking and it does provide some interest for the
speculative when one compares these systems with the research in student
ratings of instruction .
A matrix comparing faculty and student developmental stages can be
prepared which provides some possible interesting correlations.
MATRIX OF FACULTY AND STUDENT DEVELOPMENTAL STAGES
FACULTY DEVELOPMENTAL ST AGES
Anxious
Complex
Tolerant
Basic
Synthesizer
Helper
Dualist Authoritarian Synthesize,
Basic
Dualism
Relativist

Committed

To make the complete comparison, it is necessary to use some questions
from typical evaluation of teaching forms that are given to students for the
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purpose of rating instruction in college courses. To avoid embarrassment ,
the source of the questions chosen will not be revealed. To begin , let's
examine the following, often asked of students: " Inte rprets abstract ideas
in theories clearly?" As a basic dualist student I would find some difficulty in
answering affirmatively to that unless some specific steps had been take n by
the instructor which reinforced my own biases . After all , I do have my mind
made up and do not wish to be confused by contrasting ideas and con flicting theories . If I have listened to an instructor who feels that the world's
problems can best be solved through the study of his particular discipline
and whose ego is supported quite strongly by his identification with his
discipline and his colleagues I could very easily have my biases reinforced .
However , if my instructor was at the stage of "anxious synthesis ," I might
have a very negative attitude toward a person who "ca n't make up his mind"
and who "talks all over the place." For this is the way I would perceive such
instruction. I really have just two choices: to reject or to distort .
However , let's suppose I am at the committed stage and listening to
an instructor who believes as above . I would probably find the instruction
narrow and biased and not concerned with the integration of knowledge , nor
a comparative method of examining contrasting theo ries . I would quite
probably rate the instruction as inferior.
Or , take the question , "Are the tests fair?" The complex authoritarian
teacher may very well have concepts of testing that closely parallel the
concepts of the basic dualist student and perhaps will not interfere overmuch with the concepts of the relativist. However, the committed student
will probably have strongly contrasting opinions and rate the testing
situation as poor.
Or as an exercise for oneself, consider some of the following questions :
1.
2.
3.
4.

Does he dwell upon the obvious?
Selects and puts across important information .
This class was boring for me .
Evaluates students' achievements fairly and reasonably , etc .

It is probably evident that a variety of response modes could occur
which would appear contradictory or which could be supportive for individual reasons which had no correlation at all . Add to this that the
responses are "confidential" and unidentifiable and the instructor has a
problem of some magnitude. There should be little wonder that instructors
have difficulty in making use of some student ratings to improve their
courses, or their student ratings.
It is also apparent that the use of such questions could lead to spurious
results in the research . Perhaps that is why there is a weak positive
correlation between instructor rank and student ratings. It could be that
the full professor who has reached the stage of "tolerant helper" is perceived
as a more adequate teacher by all three types of students. Of course, the
converse might also be true. It would also appear that some types of
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questions can only be interpreted accurately when the professor knows who
gave the response and also knows something about that individual. Of course
the implication is that the profes.sor also knows something a bout himself.
something about himself.
The above is not a plea to abandon student evaluation of instruction.
Nor, is it a general condemnation of devices which attempt to do so. My
general freling is that some questions on some forms are difficult if not
impossible to use for evaluation purposes and that these types of questions
should be considered some other way that will provide more reliable information for the professor.

NOTES
1. Kulik, James A . and Kulik, Chen-Lin C. "Student Ratings of
Instruction ," Teaching of Psychology, Vol. 1, No . 2, December 1974,
pp .55-56 .
2. Perry , William G. , Jr. Forms of Intellectual and Ethical Development
in the College Years. (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc .)
1968 .
3. Ralph, Norbert. "Stages of Faculty Development" in Facilitating
Faculty Development: New Directions for Higher Education, Vol. 1,
No. 1, Spring 1973, Mervin Freedman , Is.sue Editor. (San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass, Inc.) .
4. Kohlberg, Lawrence and Gilligan , Carol. "The Adolescent as a
Philosopher: The Discovery of the Self in a Postconventional World,"
Daedalus, Vol. 100, No. 4, Fall , 1971.
5. Levinson , Daniel. "The Psycholosocial Development of Men in Early
Adulthood and the Mid-Life Transition," mimeographed (New Haven,
Conn.: Yale University, 1973 ). Cited in Insight to Teaching Excellence,
The University of Texas at Arlington, Vol. 2 , No. 4, May 1975 .
6. Perry, Forms of Intellectual and Ethical Development .
7. Kohlberg, The Adolescent as a Philosopher.
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General Education As An
Alternative to Liberal Education:
Some Dissenting Views
ByM. NEIL BROWNE , L1sAL1 cATA

At a time in the development of higher education when colleges and
universities are competing for students by appealing almost solely to student
requests for job-related training, a discus.sion of alternative approaches to
pre -profes.sional training may appear anachronistic. However , this
ascendent vocationalism has actually contributed to an expanding dialogue
on the meaning of general education . Those of us disburbed by the
deemphasis of general education on most campuses have become increasingly self-conscious about the content and quality of our general
education offerings. If we are going to maintain a flourishing general
education component in higher education, we must present a convincing
case that it is at least as valuable as accounting or computer science in
satisfying personal objectives. Students and legislatures are no longer
willing to provide support for general education simply because a coterie of
profes.sional educators voice persistent praise of its merits. These merits
must now be made explicit and be defended on clear grounds of practicality . Vague statements about the purpose and form of general education
contribute ammunition to those who would prefer to see general education
confined to educational museums .
Raymond Kolcaba's recent attempt in Perspectives to distinguish
between general education and liberal education reflects one approach to
pre-profes.sional education. His description of general education is based on
certain assumptions about the purpose of higher education as well as the
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classroom method and evaluation
plementing this proposed purpose:

procedures appropriate for im-

1. Self-knowledge acquired experientially is a more appropriate focus
for general education than is vicarious learning about other cultures
or alternative modes of thinking;
2. Individual student value systems are coherent enough to provide an
impetus for a productive general education curriculum; and
3. Self-evaluation of academic performance is desirable.
We- disagree with the strict individualism implicit in his preferred form
of general education. Surely there is something contradictory about attempting to provide at the same time (I) an educational experience which
will emphasize student choice of objectives and evaluative norms and (2) a
curriculum which will provide the basis for an effective life of work and
leisure. We do students a disservice when we teach them the delight of selfmotivation and self-evaluation unless we also teach them the importance of
such non-individualistic processes as conflict resolution, collective decision
making, community cooperation, and systems of coercion. How well we
understand these latter concepts has a major effect on our tolerance of
other people and their behavior and on our effectiveness in working with or
against employees , supervisors, friends, relatives, or any other group with
which one typically interacts. Kolcaba's approach strikes us as wellintentioned and radical. These are advantages, but we fear that a graduate
of his proposed curriculum would be neither able to cope with the
hierarchical nature of almost any employment situation nor would he or she
be prepared to act as a change agent in a diverse community. This paper
will focus on a few of our specific reasons for partially rejecting Kolcaba's
suggestions.
Kolcaba is correct when he states that it is unnecessary for schools to
adopt a role as either training centers for cogs in a given social system or
support systems for maximum personal growth. Yet Kolcaba's proposal
strikes us as committing the very mistake he deplores. His variant of general
education is oriented almost totally toward "nurturing individuals." This is
a worthwhile purpose but how does it prepare students for the world of
compromise, inequity, coalition, and occasional personal failure which
most of us encounter daily? Lest we not be misunderstood we believe that
students should be trained how to make independent judgments and to
cope with change through personal adaptation. However, this process of
individual decisionmaking and adaptation takes place in a social context in
which others have rights and powers which must at least be recognized.
Social change or growth cannot be sustained in a heterogeneous environment if each citizen demands the type of autonomy Kolcaba wishes to
encourage. This is surely an unfortunate reality, but those of us interested
in the growth of general education cannot divorce ourselves from the
responsibility of equipping our students for a very imperfect world. We
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should neither applaud nor ignore the imperfections when we design a
general education program.
Kolcaba recommends that students' educational objectives predominate
over those of teachers in a humane general education program. While
agreeing more with this recommendation when applied to professional
education, we see the idea of a student-directed curriculum as particularly
inappropriate for general education . Those undergraduates with whom we
are familiar are particularly inept at choosing from among general
education options. Since they are familiar with few if any of the standard
disciplines and are even less familiar with specific cognitive and affective
skills, how can they make a meaningful choice about which general
education alternatives will help them attain what Kolcaba calls "full
personhood?" This is an important difference between Kolcaba's form of
general education and what we propose . We join with him in condemning
mastery of course subject matter as the primary student goal and in
preferring an emphasis on skills which will be of creative use to future
citizens . However , as heretical as it may sound to some, we argue that
instructors must accept the final responsibility for defining which skills the
student will be encouraged to adopt. If teachers do not design the
curriculum explicitly, one of two unacceptable practices will result - either
students will be manipulated into making pre-detennined "choices" in an
atmosphere of pseudo-freedom or students will mak~ choices of educational
experiences based on little more than whim . Clearly, our suggested form of
general education is based on our lack of confidence in the ability of undergraduates to make final curriculum choices from among areas with
which they are unfamiliar .
Another problem which we have with Kolcaba 's student-directed form
of general education is its inevitable discouragement of personal discipline
and consequent hard-earned accomplishment. In our collective experience
of 15 years as learners and instructors in the area of general education we
have been impressed by the difficulty most students experience in acquiring
general education skills. For example, discovering alternative inferences
which could be drawn from a group of data requires a great amount of time
and mental effort. Where are the freshmen and sophomores who would
voluntarily exert themselves that strenuously in a general education
framework? As unpalatable as it may be to some instructors , they must
provide the leadership necessary to induce the quantity and quality of work
which will make general education a rewarding component of higher
education . Since self-directed learners are not being produced in enormous
numbers by our elementary and secondary school systems, how can we
expect most beginning undergraduates to transcend their previous school
experiences without conscious direction from someone more familiar with
general education options? At minimum, those who design and implement
general education curricula should inform students about which learning
experiences are essential for attaining student-selected learning outcomes.
In that way a student could define the broad purpose of his or her learning,
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but the paths toward that purpose would be determined by those in the
college or university who possess knowledge about the relationship between
particular curriculum options and their learning outcomes. Students do
need to learn independence from teachers, but we disagree with Kolcaba's
apparent assumption that typical beginning undergraduates possess the
skills that transform such independence from self-indulgence into
responsible autonomy.
Another area of disagreement we have with Kolcaba's form of general
education is its failure to address the question of quality. There are many
ways to create an "educational" experience which students will enjoy.
However , what distinguishes a college from an amusement park is a concern
for intellectual growth. Growth of any type implies change. We are
skeptical of claims that personal growth has occurred without some attempt
to substantiate or measure the claims. At the time when "personal growth"
is used as glibly as it now is, surely our skepticism is justifiable. Whatever
form general education takes on a particular campus, its reputation as a
facilitator of intellectual development must be founded on evidence that
growth occurs. Such substantiation requires evaluation, and while selfevaluation is often interesting it cannot provide the basis for exporting a
curriculum. It is just too easy to say "I have grown." Skeptical outside
evaluators may sometimes reject too quickly an educational innovation, but
at least they do not have their own egos pushing them in the direction of
lavish praise simply because they themselves were the ones who were supposed to be learning.
Our major criticism of Kalcaba's view of general education is its
vagueness. Many of his 50 points are humane and reasonable but they are
the type of contentions which almost everyone will support in the abstract.
However, polymorphous implementation formats exist, each with different
implications and costs. Before we can react any more fully to Kolcaba's
vision we would need to know what he means by such concepts as "student
process," "skill mastery," "self knowledge," and a "whole-person point of
view." These are all concepts the names of which we all endorse, but what
do they mean? Only after their meanings have been specified can we be sure
if we wish more of them.
In an attempt to stimulate further communication about the meaning
of general education we would like to mention our preferences. The content
of our ideal form of general education would consist of skills, not units of
factual content. Specifically, we would emphasize three types of skills: ( 1)
application of alternative paradigms within the standard disciplines, (2)
critical thinking and (3) the analysis of moral dilemmas. These skills are
uniquely appropriate for general education because (a) they are required in
daily decisionmaking situations and (b) university faculty members do
possess some expertise in these skills. Many other skills have one of the two
characteristics, but we can think of no others which fulfill both criteria.
Certainly there are other skills which are useful to a thoughtful and creative
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citizen, but colleges and universities should not promise to provide learning
outcomes better acquired on the job.
In our ideal form of general education , course topics or module subjects
are incidental. Faculty members should instruct and students should learn
about those topics which are mutually interesting . However, the faculty
have the responsibility for identifying those generic skills which students
require to meet societal obligations and contribute to future change. The
reason for assigning this responsibility to faculty , rather than students , is
clear. Faculty have had an opportunity to see the results of alternative
educational choices . Certainly, we would not suggest that faculty members
have a peculiarly well-refined collective judgment. Our point is a simple
one. Students cannot be expected to make reasonable decisions when
choosing from among alternative general education options because they
know little about the relationship between higher education inputs and
their resultant outcomes.
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